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            Fear of the Lords’ final curse was only one reason Gerick never intended to return to Avonar.

          

        

      

    

    
      He must investigate a refugee from the desert—the charismatic D’Sanya, D’Arnath’s own daughter so she claims, newly released from a thousand-year captivity.

      Only Gerick’s deep-buried memories of his life as the Fourth Lord—the last artifacts he could ever wish to revisit—might validate her story before the enraptured Dar’Nethi grant her the power of the Bridge of Worlds.

      Tangled in bonds of love, family, guilt, and dread memory, Gerick must unravel the mysteries of ancient magic, ancient evil, and the appalling truth of his own destiny.
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      J’Savan stared, unblinking, at the dark blotch moving slowly across the dune sea, out where fingers of green grass were reaching into the desert. The young Gardener stared, not so much because he was concerned or felt any urgency about his assignment to watch for Djiid stragglers; after all, no Djiid had been sighted in southern Eidolon for almost two years. But he knew that if he so much as lowered one eyelid, the utter boredom of his post was going to put him to sleep. A man could appreciate only so much of the burnt copper sun and the heady scent of moisture, and the cool storm clouds the Weather Workers sent out from the Vales ensured that the blustering wind never ceased. The reawakening desert was beauty transcendent, life reasserting itself over the dead lands of Ce Uroth. But enough was enough.

      He squinted into the western brightness. The blotch was likely a wild goat or perhaps a lame gazelle—too slow and erratic for a healthy one. At worst it was a scavenger wolf. The creature disappeared behind a dune, reappeared, vanished again.

      J’Savan yawned and stretched out on his back, propping his head on his rucksack. The grassy dune underneath him was warm and comfortable, the day pleasant, but he would have preferred to get back to his regular duties of digging, planting, and coaxing the earth to do his will. He enjoyed his work. Even better would be an early start to his coming leave days and his planned visit to the charming young Singer he’d met at his aunt’s house before the autumn’s turning. Her waist was plump, her laugh as musical as the patter of spring rain, her spirit tart and flavorful like new-cut limes. Yawning again, he lowered his chin to rest on his chest, closed his eyes, and envisioned her breasts, soft, curving above the neckline of her gown like a sweet sunrise. Flushed. Warm …

      “Kibbazi teeth!” he yelled, as a fiery sting on his neck startled his drooping eyelids open. “Who are you? What do you think you’re—? Wait!”

      He scrabbled his feet for a moment but fell still at once when a few warm droplets dribbled down his neck from the sharp edge pressed against his throat. A filthy, ragged woman of indeterminate age hunched over him, rifling his pockets with one hand while threatening his heart vein with the other. A scavenger, but no wolf.

      She wrenched the small leather tool packet from his belt, sniffed it, and threw it aside, then yanked his rucksack out from under his head. She needed both hands to untie the leather thong that held the sack closed. J’Savan used the opportunity to scramble away, backing up the reclaimed dune like a nervous spider until he was out of her reach.

      She didn’t seem afraid of him, now she had his things. Greasy tendrils of hair hid her face as she ripped the sack open and pulled out the stone water flask. After yanking the stopper, she cradled the flask in trembling hands and took a sip, no more than a taste. She moaned faintly.

      “You can have it all,” said J’Savan, peering at her anxiously, desperate to see her eyes. No matter how much he would rather run away, he had to discover if she was Djiid. He was responsible for his fellow Gardeners’ safety, for the camp. Summoning power, he shaped a simple enchantment of confusion and delay, holding it at the front of his mind lest she attack again.

      The woman set the stoppered flask aside and rummaged in the rucksack. She stuffed a crumbling biscuit into her mouth, and after it the bruised pear J’Savan had decided not to eat earlier as he didn’t like them so ripe. Only after she’d consumed every morsel, thrown down the empty rucksack, and taken a second sip from the flask did she seem to remember the young Dar’Nethi. She stood up slowly, clutching the water flask in one hand and her knife—a crudely worked strip of bronze—in the other.

      She was tall for a woman, so thin that her sunburnt skin stretched over her bones like silk across the spars of a sailing ship. Sand caked her arms, her bare feet, and her legs that stuck out from her stained, shapeless gray tunic. A dirty cloth bag the size of a man’s fist hung from a thong around her neck. She moved toward the Gardener.

      J’Savan backed away slowly. “Who are you? Show me your face. I can get you more water and food, but I’ll defend myself if need be. I don’t mind what you took.” His tongue would not be still, as if chattering might set her at ease—or maybe it was for himself. She was so mysterious, so intense. “Don’t care where you’ve come from. I can help. Find you clothes. Are you hurt? Are you …?”

      She stepped closer, using the hand with the knife to push the salt-stiffened locks of hair from her face, and J’Savan’s voice dwindled away. Her eyes might have been windows on the sky. Huge, blue, limitless. So young, much younger than he’d thought, no older than himself. Her cracked lips moved slightly.

      “What? Sorry, I couldn’t—What did you say?”

      “Regiré. S’a nide regiré.” Her soft voice was as dry as the rocky wastes.

      She was clearly Dar’Nethi, not one of the warrior Djiid or their drudge workers. Her eyes said it all. Yet she was not a Dar’Nethi slave, freed by the victory over the Lords, for she wore no collar nor the wide terrible scar from one. Perhaps a Dar’Nethi fighter, lost in the last battles? Surely not. Not after five long years. And her language was unfamiliar, some corrupt dialect, just on the verge of understandable.

      “Regiré. Desene, s’a nide regiré.” Even rough with thirst, her voice was commanding, urgent.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t understand you. Look, come with me to the camp. There’s water—all you could want—and food. Not a quarter of an hour’s walk from here. We’ll help you. Find someone who can understand what you’re saying.”

      Never quite turning his back on her, he beckoned, using gestures to guide her toward the Gardeners’ camp. He breathed easier when she trudged after him, her steps weary and slow, as if she didn’t believe he could help, but had nothing better to do.

      It was difficult not to run ahead. No one would believe this, someone wandering out of the wasteland after so long. Rumor had it that Djiid still lurked in the jagged mountains of Namphis Rein, the Lion’s Teeth, far to the north. But in these first years after the fall of the Lords, the Djiid had been aimless and leaderless. Everyone believed that those not captured were long dead. Was this woman even real?

      Quickly J’Savan turned and swept his mind over the woman. Her lank hair had fallen down again, masking her marvelous eyes. But she was no illusion. He sensed no enchantment about her at all.

      When the woman squatted down and began pawing at the sand in the middle of the rootling grove, J’Savan averted his gaze, embarrassed to keep staring at her when she clearly needed privacy. He walked through the slender trees more slowly for a few moments, until he heard her plodding along behind him again.

      The other Gardeners spotted them while they were still five hundred paces from the camp. Three women and two men stood up from the mounds of dark earth they were working and shaded their eyes. A gust of wind snatched away their calls of greeting.

      “Eu’Vian!” shouted J’Savan. “This woman’s come out of the Wastes. She’s starving and parched. Sun-touched, I think.” He ran toward his comrades in fits and starts, slowing whenever he glanced over his shoulder to make sure the woman hadn’t vanished, then speeding up again.

      A sturdy, capable-looking woman in a dusty, yellow tunic and brown trousers stepped out from the other Gardeners and extended her palms to the stranger. “Welcome, wanderer,” said the gray-haired Eu’Vian. “How may we help you?”

      “Be careful!” said J’Savan. “She’s not Djiid, but she’s fierce. There’s bloodstains on her tunic.” He hadn’t noticed the rust-colored blotches earlier. His neck hadn’t bled that much.

      The woman pushed her straggling hair aside and looked from one kind, curious face to the next. “S’a nide, regiré.”

      “That’s all she’s come out with,” J’Savan said. “I can’t understand her speech.”

      Eu’Vian crinkled her brow but did not lower her voice. “It’s just an ancient mode. She’s asking to be taken to the regiré, the king.”

      “But—”

      “Hush, lad.” Eu’Vian’s face fell into puzzled sympathy.

      The warm wind fluttered the strange woman’s rags and the wide hems of Eu’Vian’s sandy trousers as the Head Gardener spoke haltingly with the woman. At the end of their brief exchange, the stranger dropped the water flask and bronze knife to the grass, closed her eyes, and clenched her fists to her breast. “Regiré morda. D’Arnath morda.” She sank slowly to her knees and began a low, soft keening.

      “I told her we have no king in Avonar, that we honor D’Arnath so deeply that no successor has taken any greater title than his Heir,” said Eu’Vian quietly. “Then she asked if King D’Arnath had truly died, and when I said, ‘Yes, of course,’ the result is as you see. She mourns our king as though he’s been dead three days instead of nine hundred years.”

      As the evening light swept golden bars across the sweet-scented grassland, Eu’Vian crouched beside the stranger, laid her hand gently on the woman’s shoulder, and spoke as one does to a child who wakes from a nightmare or an aged friend who has lost the proportions of time and events.

      But the stranger shook off Eu’Vian’s touch. With her hands clenched to her heart, she turned to each one of them, her very posture begging them to understand. “S’a Regiré D’Arnath. M’padere. Padere!”

      Eu’Vian straightened up, shaking her head. “Poor girl. Who knows what she’s been through to put her out of her head so wickedly.”

      “What is it she says? What sorrow causes this?” said J’Savan, unable to keep his eyes from the grieving stranger. His chest felt tight and heavy, and tears that were nothing to do with wind or sand pricked his eyes. His companions, too, seemed near weeping.

      “It is for a father she mourns,” said Eu’Vian. “She claims she is D’Arnath’s daughter.”
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      In the spring of the fifth year after the defeat of the Lords of Zhev’Na, our fifth year at Windham, Karon lost his appetite. He stopped sitting with me at breakfast, smiling away my inquiries and saying he’d get something later. Every evening he would push away from the table, his plate scarcely touched. I paid little heed, merely reminding him not to burden Kat, our kitchen maid, with preparing meals that would not be eaten or by untimely intrusions into her domain. Our household was steadfastly informal.

      Then came one midnight when I woke with the sheets beside me cold and empty. I found him walking in the moonlight. He claimed he was too restless to sleep and sent me back to bed with a kiss. Alert now, I watched through the next few nights and noticed that he walked more than he slept. In the ensuing days a certain melancholy settled about him, like a haze obscuring the sun.

      Though I observed these things and noted them, I did not pry. For the first time in my life, I did not want to know my husband’s business. The tug in my chest that felt like a lute string stretched too tight warned me what was happening. Though Karon was scarcely past fifty, a tall and vigorous man with but a few threads of gray in his light hair, I had long laid away any expectation of our growing old together. He had cheated death too many times, even traveled beyond the Verges and glimpsed L’Tiere—the realm of the dead that his people called the following life. I feared the payment was coming due.

      The morning of the Feast of Vines was sunny and crisp, a nice change from our inordinately cold and wet spring. Though the sunlight woke me earlier than usual, Karon was already up. From the bedroom window I spotted him in the garden, walking on the path that overlooked the willow pond. Pulling a gown over my shift and sticking my feet in shoes, I hurried outdoors to join him.

      I sneaked up from behind and threw my arms around him in a fierce embrace. “Are you hiding feast gifts out here for me, good sir?”

      He groaned sharply and bent forward, as if I’d stabbed him in the gut.

      “Holy Annadis, Karon, you’re hurt! What is it?”

      Hunched over, he clutched his belly as if he were going to retch, his face gray, lips colorless. “Sorry.” He held his breath as long as he could in between short, labored gasps.

      I took his arm and led him across the damp grass to a stone bench surrounded by a bed of blue and yellow iris left soggy and bent by a late spring snowstorm. “Earth and sky! Is this what’s had you skipping meals and walking half the night?”

      He sank slowly onto the bench. “I was going to tell you soon. I’m not sure—”

      “Shhh.” My fingers smoothed away the tight, deep creases on his brow and stroked his broad shoulders which were knotted and rigid. When his breathing eased a bit, I pressed one finger to his lips before he could speak. “Remember there is only truth between us.”

      He took my hand, kissed it, and pressed it to his brow before enfolding it in both of his. “I suspect it’s a growth in my stomach.” His bleak smile twisted the dagger in my heart. “I’ve tried to imagine it’s something else, but all the willing in the world hasn’t made it go away as yet. Not a pleasant prospect, I must say. When I’ve seen it in my patients, I’ve judged it best to leave nature have its will and use my power to ease the way. Ah, gods, Seri, I’m so sorry.”

      Of course, Karon would not be able to ease his own way, for the enchantments of a Dar’Nethi sorcerer cannot be turned in upon the wielder for either good or ill. He’d given so much for all of us. It wasn’t fair.
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      The disease devoured him. A fortnight after the Feast of Vines, Karon canceled his long-planned sojourn at the University, where he was to give the first lectures on the history of the Dar’Nethi sorcerers in the Four Realms, an enterprise dear to his heart. And as our frigid spring slogged toward an equally unseasonable summer, he relinquished his healing practice, growing weaker and so consumed by pain that he could not bear the lightest touch.

      All that our mundane world’s physicians could offer were blisterings and bleedings that would sap his remaining strength and hasten the end. And so I cursed the demands of fate, generosity, and politics that made it necessary for him to live so far from his own people, some of them Healers like himself, sorcerers who might have helped him. But only the Prince of Avonar, our old friend Ven’Dar, had the power to cross D’Arnath’s Bridge at will, and only once a year in autumn did he unbar the way between magical Gondai and our mundane world and come to exchange news and greetings. Autumn was months away. Karon would never last so long.
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      “Seri, come tell him you’re going to bed. He won’t take the ajuria until he’s sure you’re not coming to sit with him. He needs it badly.”

      The slim young woman with the dark braid wound about her head stood in the dimly lit doorway to the garden where I walked every evening. When she’d received my message about Karon’s illness, Kellea had left her herb shop, her husband, and her two small children and come to stay with us, hoping to find some remedy in her knowledge or talent. But herbs and potions could not reverse the course of such a disease, and though she was Dar’Nethi, too, Kellea’s talent was for finding, not healing.

      I dropped my soiled gloves and stubby garden knife on the bench beside the door, kicked off my muddy boots, and followed Kellea back to the sitting room, the largest room in the old red-brick gatehouse at Windham. We’d converted it to a bedchamber when Karon could no longer manage stairs. Weeks had passed since he’d been able to leave his bed.

      Tonight he lay on his side, facing the door, thin, far too thin, like a creature of frost and dew that might evaporate in a warm west wind. Pain rippled beneath his taut, transparent skin in a punishing tide. Kellea had lit only a single candle and set it on the windowsill behind him, so it threw his face into shadow. Even so, a flicker of light illuminated his eyes, and the trace of a smile softened his face when I came in.

      “Ah, love,” he said. “I knew … the day was … not yet done. Not while you can appear before me … the image of life itself.” Every few words he would have to clamp his lips tight to let a wave pass without crying out.

      I pressed my finger to his lips. “I must disagree. This day is indeed done. I am ready for sleep after an exhausting slog about these bogs we call our gardens. Despite the late frost, everything is trying desperately to bloom and needs trimming or coddling. The gardeners do their best, but you know I can’t bear to keep my hands out of it. And remember, I was up early this morning answering five thousand letters from friends and acquaintances, and five thousand more from people we’ve never heard of, asking as to the great physician’s health, or the most esteemed historian’s recovery. We’ve had fifty offers of grandmothers’ poultices, thirty of herbal infusions, twenty of Isker goats known for the potency of their cheese and milk, and five of pretty young women to warm and liven your bed. I refused them all in your name. It was very tiring.”

      “Even the young women? I’m always so cold … and very lonely here while you sleep in that dreadful chair.”

      I drew the thick wool blanket over his shoulders, shivering myself in the unseasonable chill. “Most assuredly the young women. If anyone is to warm your bed, it will be me. I will take up my sword and slay the woman who attempts to get there first.”

      Only you can appreciate the marvels of my mental condition enough to have me now. I felt more than saw his teasing smile. As happened more and more at the end of the day, his words echoed in my head, not my ears. Speaking directly in the mind was far easier for him. For once I have all of my memories, no lost identity, and no extra soul contained within my own, making me do things I’d rather not. And I’m neither dead nor disembodied—though these days I wish I could be rid of this wretched carcass and live without it as I once did.

      Kneeling beside his bed, I laid my head on his pillow where I could feel his breath on my hair.

      Tassaye, beloved. Softly. He brushed my damp eyes with his cold fingers. Life is not done with me yet. I’ve been in and out of it so many times, you must trust my sense of it. If you can put up with me so long, I’m determined to be here when Gerick comes in the summer.

      “And of course, Ven’Dar may come early and carry you off to Avonar to see a proper Healer, but unless he arrives tonight, you must rest and save your strength. As soon as I’ve washed my face and hands, I plan to do the same. Dream well, my love.”

      I kissed his fingers and his eyes and straightened his blankets before I left him. Then I watched from the shadows as Kellea forced him to sit up and drink her sleeping draught. He hated for me to see how hard it was for him to move. Only after he dropped into blessed insensibility did I bring my blankets and pillows and settle in the chair beside his bed.

      “Hear me, Ven’Dar,” I whispered a short time later, stroking Karon’s graying temples to smooth away the lines illness had ground into his handsome features. “Come early this year.”

      As on every other night, I envisioned my plea taking flight like a red-winged nighthawk, streaking through the airs of the Four Realms and across the Bridge to Avonar, the royal city of the Dar’Nethi, and into the ear of Avonar’s sovereign. As on every other night, I received no answer.

      Kellea nodded a good night and blew out the candle, retiring to her own bed in the room at the top of the stair where she was in range of my call. Not in a thousand years would I be able to repay her service. Karon moaned softly in his sleep. I prayed he did not dream of his terrible days.
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      Mother …

      I sat up straight, knocking the pillows from the chair, sleep and shadows and starlight confusing my eyes.

      Mother, I’m on my way. Soon as I can.

      “Gerick! Good! Yes … soon.” Though distant and faint, the voice in my head was unmistakable. I felt more than heard him acknowledge my answer.

      I must have spoken aloud, for the light-sleeping Kellea appeared at the doorway with a candle. “What’s happened? Is he—?”

      “No, no. It’s all right.” I almost laughed. “Gerick is coming. He mustn’t have used any power for three months for me to hear him at such a distance.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I wasn’t asleep, only quiet enough to hear him. Paulo must have found my letter at the Two Thieves. I was so afraid—”

      “It will be good for him to be here.”

      Exchanging letters with our son was complicated and unreliable, especially in the past year when a plague of vicious bandits had afflicted the northern roads. Every midwinter at the season of Seille, Karon and I traveled to a barren hillside in northern Valleor. There Gerick would meet us and take us through an enchanted portal into the primitive, shadowy realm he called the Bounded, a land born of his mind and his talent from the chaotic Breach between our human world and magical Gondai. And once a year at midsummer our son would come to us for a week to soak up the sun and revel in a few days’ freedom from his responsibility for an entire world. Karon had not been ill when we’d made our farewells at the dawn of the new year, and it was still four weeks till midsummer.

      Faint light filtered through the window as Kellea touched my shoulder the next morning, warning me that the ajuria was about to abandon Karon for another day. She dared not give him more of the potion than she did already. Though it might ease him longer, it would begin to eat away at his mind so that he could never totally emerge from its cloudy comfort. He didn’t want that.

      “My ministering spirits,” he whispered as I washed his face with a damp cloth. “It’s a wonder every man in Leire is not taken to his bed so pitiably as I, just to have the two most beautiful women in the world coddle him so.”

      “You may flatter all you wish, sir,” said Kellea, pulling up a short stool beside the bed, bowl and spoon in hand, the weapons of their daily war. “But I am still determined to get breakfast down you.”

      “Ah, no.”

      “Hunger has nothing to do with it, nor do your incessant claims that everything tastes beastly, which I will not credit. Seri will tell you why it is more important than ever to take care of yourself.”

      As I knew it would, the news of Gerick carried Karon through the ensuing days. We talked a great deal of our son’s kingdom, marveling again at his odd, deformed subjects who called themselves Singlars. They worshipped the young man whose talent had given shape to chaos, creating them a home, and who now labored alongside them to make their world live. After five years of his leadership they had created thriving markets and trades among themselves, had embraced the rudiments of schooling, managed their first ventures into the arts, and given birth to their first children. Gerick had not wanted to be their sovereign, but when fate had presented no alternative he had thrown himself into it, learning what he needed as he went along. Karon and I had watched with pride and amazement as he’d grown into a wise, disciplined, generous, and self-assured monarch at the ripe old age of twenty-one.
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      A slender young man of middle height with red-brown hair trimmed to his collar strode into the garden on a wet afternoon, only nine days after his message.

      “You made decent time,” I said, once I’d loosed my embrace enough to allow a look. Dark brown eyes sat deep in his narrow face. You could not gaze into them for long without understanding that this quiet, graceful young man had seen and known things of dread consequence.

      “It would have been faster if Vroon could have transported us,” he said. “We haven’t yet figured out why his hops about the countryside don’t work anymore. Nothing of the Bounded seems to work quite right lately. Fortunately Paulo can still convince a horse that a league is no more than fifty paces. I had no choice but to ride along.”

      At the mention of his name a tall, gangly, freckled young man hurried around the corner of the house into the shade of the rose arbor. I extended my hand. “Paulo! He’ll be so happy you’ve come.”

      “We worried we’d be too late,” said Gerick, as I dragged Paulo into an embrace. “Your weather seems as foul as ours. The roads north are a mess.”

      “He was determined to wait for you,” I said. “Come. He’s in here.”

      With a smile and a handclasp, Kellea yielded Gerick her place at Karon’s bedside. Karon’s face brightened as our son drew the stool close to the bed and touched his hand. To see the two of them together, bearing such love, respect, and friendship for each other, was everything I had ever asked from life.

      A glance over my shoulder took me back to the front hall. Paulo had accompanied us no farther than the sitting room door and now stood outside on the stoop, facing away. “The horses did more than I asked,” he said huskily when I laid a hand on his shoulder. “Like they knew.”

      “Bless you for getting Gerick here,” I said. “And for coming yourself.”

      “Never thought it would be so bad. He needs someone to do for him what he done for me.”

      “I keep hoping for it, but unless Gerick can help him, we’re out of choices. It’s four months until Ven’Dar’s autumn visit.”

      Paulo stepped off the stoop. “I’ll be in the stable.”

      I caught hold of his leather vest. “Go to Karon first. You are his son every bit as much as Gerick. Our groom will care for your horses until you get there.”

      When I followed Paulo inside a short time later, he was sitting at Karon’s bedside, speaking quietly to the man who’d rescued a lame, illiterate peasant boy from a desolate future and entrusted him with his life and the survival of three worlds. Paulo had justified Karon’s trust many times over, but the young man had never lost his wonder at it.

      Gerick was around the corner in the housekeeper’s room, splashing his face with water at the washing table. As he grabbed a towel from the stack and blotted his face, he caught sight of me and motioned for me to stay where I was. He threw the towel in the basket beside the table. Returning to Karon’s room, he touched Paulo on the shoulder and murmured a few words to the two of them, then joined me at the door.

      “Tomorrow, after I’ve had a little sleep, I’ll see what I can do for him,” he said as we strolled down the gravel path between the muddy beds of struggling violets and summerlace. “Kellea says she’s already tried all the simple painkilling things I know how to do. So that leaves the soul weaving business. I’ll do it, but it’s just … if I try it now, I might never get back to my own body. We scarcely slept all the way down here.”

      As the only Soul Weaver known outside of Dar’Nethi legend, Gerick could actually leave his own body and enter another, either taking control of that body or lending his knowledge, skills, and strength to the other person. When his purpose was accomplished, he could slip back into his own skin, leaving his host whole and undamaged.

      “Will you be able to help him?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know. He doesn’t think so. But perhaps he’ll be able to guide me into something useful once I’m joined with him. I just don’t know.”

      At twelve, Gerick had been one of the most powerful sorcerers in any world, the prodigy of the murderous Lords of Zhev’Na. But since he had rejected the life they had planned for him, he rarely spoke of sorcery and, according to Paulo, used it even less.

      We returned to the house, poked up the fire, and sat with Karon for an hour. Gerick and Paulo fought off sleep and told us of the heavy snows and freezing rain that clogged the roads from the north. Their failure to see a single thriving field along their route boded ill for the coming winter. Their own land’s always-unstable weather had taken a turn for the worse in the past months as well. Paulo had been on his way to Yurevan to find someone who could teach them to engineer drainage canals to control the Bounded’s unusually severe barrage of storm waters when he’d stopped at the inn called the Two Thieves and found my message.

      Kellea soon shooed us all to bed. Everyone needed rest, and she didn’t want three more patients to take her time. But on that night it was Gerick who helped his father sit up and who whispered comfort as Kellea’s herbs worked their mercy.
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      None of us watched as Gerick’s spirit left his own body and entered his father’s on the next morning. It seemed too intimate an act for public display. I sat in an upstairs window seat with an open book and tried not to hope. Just as well. After an hour Gerick burst out of the front door below me and vomited violently into the undergrowth. For a long while after, he stood beneath a tree, hands clasped behind his neck, his elbows squeezing his bowed head. He didn’t need to tell me his attempt had been fruitless.

      And so we settled in to wait. As so often happens, grief unleashed a reservoir of laughter. We played lively games of chess or draughts at Karon’s bedside where he could listen to the progress of the game.

      Kellea astonished us by singing in a rich contralto a variety of Vallorean folk songs, a repertoire she had apparently acquired as a child. She admitted sheepishly that no one had ever heard her sing until her husband surprised her at it when she thought no one could hear.

      Gerick and Paulo recounted more tales of their struggle to make the Bounded live. The past months had seen their first large-scale harvest, but also some worrisome failures of the glowing sun rocks that enabled them to grow food enough for all in their sunless world.

      I passed on greetings from dear Tennice, Gerick’s tutor who had been forced to cancel a journey to visit Karon by a lingering lung fever, and I reported on their friend, our young Queen Roxanne, and her continuing struggle with the Leiran nobility. Four years after her father’s death, my old enemy’s daughter had at last succeeded in wresting professions of fealty from every member of the Council of Lords, who had once sworn that an ox would rule the Four Realms sooner than a woman. I hated to think of her hard-won concessions tested by a hungry winter.

      But all that was before a rain-washed sunset four days after Gerick’s arrival, when a sharp knock on the door announced two visitors. From Gondai! For a short while, I thought my summoning prayers had been answered after all.
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      “As soon as he wakes in the morning, we’ll take him home.” The slender man in robes of dark blue silk gazed down at a sleeping Karon. Though his ageless complexion and fair hair and beard could leave one guessing, Prince Ven’Dar had seen his sixty-fourth birthday. The network of fine lines on his open face had been carved by laughter, but on this night his gray-blue eyes seemed uncharacteristically shadowed, as if he, too, had not been sleeping well.

      Ven’Dar lifted his hand from Karon’s brow. After dispatching his Dulcé companion back across the Bridge to prepare for our arrival, the prince had cast a winding, an enchantment shaped from the nuances of words, to send Karon to sleep without the ajuria for the first time in a month.

      “Unfortunately, he cannot be in this state when I take him across the Bridge. As we’ve found out, strange things happen when minds lie fallow during a Bridge crossing. And I am not—Well, walking the Bridge is difficult of late.”

      “I’ll give him ajuria then,” said Kellea, who was settling the blankets around Karon’s wasted body. “He’ll need something if you’re going to move him.”

      “No. Whether induced by enchantment or potions, he cannot be asleep.”

      “I can take care of it,” said Gerick, quietly. “I can’t cure this disease, but I can help him bear it for long enough to cross the Bridge and get him wherever he needs to go.”

      “So be it,” said Ven’Dar. “We’ll let him rest through the night—and you as well, lad—then at sunrise we’ll go. Strange for all of us to be together again. Would it were a happier occasion.”

      As the stars pricked the deep blue sky outside our windows, Gerick and Paulo spread pillows and blankets by the hearth, Kellea retired to her room, and I escorted Ven’Dar to the bedchamber upstairs.

      It had occurred to me, even as the flurry of greetings flowed, that Ven’Dar’s arrival four months earlier than usual was not truly a response to my nightly wishing. Even the Dar’Nethi ability to speak in the mind could not span worlds. And so, once the matters of towels and washing water and other rituals of hospitality were taken care of, I paused at the bedchamber door and broached the question. “So tell me, my Lord Prince, what’s brought you here? If the power of my desires can reach all the way to Avonar, I’d like to know of it.”

      Ven’Dar stood at the window I had opened to air the room. “Only a curiosity. I was hoping Karon might have some advice for me. We’ve had a bit of interesting news in the realm.” He turned his back on the window, his arms folded across his breast. “But for now all that must wait. Don’t trouble yourself.” No amount of wheedling gained me any more than that.
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      Karon woke before dawn, before anyone else in our suddenly crowded house was stirring. “Who is this lovely wench who comes to warm my bed? I thought they all had been refused.” His cold fingers traced the line of my cheek.

      “I’ve set myself to guard against these intruding maidens,” I said, trying to waken my tingling arms and ease out of the bed without jarring him. Unable to sleep, suddenly sensing the too-rapid approach of the inevitable, I had slipped in beside him. “Now what of you? How does Ven’Dar’s remedy?”

      “It lingers a bit. And while I still benefit from it, I’d like to walk Martin’s gardens once more.”

      I fumbled in the dark to find his shoes, then helped Karon sit up and get them on. I threw a heavy cloak over his shoulders, and we picked our way around the sleeping Gerick and Paulo, emerging into the predawn stillness. The seasons had gone backward. Instead of the scents of grass and fading lilacs, a frosty mist floated over the garden.

      Halfway across a grassy square between two bowers of blighted roses, Karon stopped and closed his eyes, a smile, not a grimace, crossing his features. “How I love this place,” he said. “Cold or not, feel the life. Smell it. Taste it. You know, sometimes I feel the others here—Martin, Julia, Tanager. I wonder—” Holding his arms tight about his middle as if willing the pain to stay away a little longer, he lowered himself to a stone bench. “I’ve thought it could be that L’Tiere is not so far away. Perhaps the boundary between this life and the next is less formidable than the Breach, and we can find our way back to the places we love most. Who knows? I may come back here again.”

      I wrapped my arms about his wasted shoulders, unable to answer. Ven’Dar found us there as dawn touched the eastern sky.

      “Time to go home, my friend,” said Ven’Dar. “Are you ready?”

      “I don’t promise to be fast. No chance you’ve a winding to put all but my mind to sleep?”

      “Sadly not. But you’ll not be alone.” He motioned toward Gerick, who had just stepped out of the garden door, conferring quietly with Paulo.

      Paulo was drinking something that wreathed his face with steam, and Kellea soon came to us with a similar mug. She sat down beside Karon. “You’re not leaving before breakfast,” she said in mock severity, holding it to his lips. “Only a little to warm you on your way.”

      After two sips, Karon took her hand, kissed it, and pressed it to his forehead, a gesture of affection from the land of his youth. “I’ll never forget, dear Kellea. Never. Go back to your children and your good sheriff and live in joy.”

      While Kellea embraced each of us in turn, Karon looked up bleakly at Gerick and Paulo. “If I’m to do this, I’m afraid I’ll need an extra hand or two.”

      “We’ve come up with a better way. Maybe a little easier on you,” said Gerick, hesitating. “If you’ll permit me …”

      Karon understood immediately. “Are you sure?”

      Gerick nodded. And so, when Karon signaled he was ready, Gerick laid an arm about Paulo’s shoulders. As the first pink and orange sunbeams bathed the garden, Gerick’s body slumped, saved from falling by Paulo’s firm grip around his waist.

      Karon shuddered and sat up a little straighter. Then we stood, and his voice sounded stronger than I’d heard in weeks. “Lead us, Lord Prince. My wife and my two sons bear me upon their shoulders, and I would not burden them longer than need be.”

      Kellea stood watching in the garden, her hand raised in farewell. Her image faded as our strange procession passed into the sunrise. Ven’Dar walked in front, his fair hair shimmering in the light, and behind him a gaunt Karon wrapped tight in his black cloak, leaning on my arm, Gerick’s strength enabling him to bear each step. Paulo came next. Over his shoulder he’d slung the slender body that belonged to his best friend and his king, whose soul was temporarily housed elsewhere. A strange procession setting out to journey along the strangest of roads.
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      D’Arnath had built the Bridge after a magical cataclysm had driven his world of Gondai and the human world apart, separating them with a chaotic void the Dar’Nethi called the Breach. The Breach upset some balance in the universe that drained away enough of the human world’s excessive passions that we would not destroy ourselves, while fueling the extraordinary magic—the Hundred Talents—of the Dar’Nethi. Somehow the Bridge maintained this balance, rescuing my world from the consequences of unmitigated violence, and preserving the very souls of the Dar’Nethi which were inextricably entwined and illuminated with their sorcery. This did not mean that crossing between the two worlds was ever easy.

      It seemed so at first on the day we took Karon home to Gondai. The dreadful visions of the Breach seemed to have lost their fearsome reality since the last time I had crossed. The rivers of gore, the bottomless caverns, the legions of the dead, a traveler’s foulest nightmares and deepest fears brought to life in the formless matter of chaos, had less substance than the monsters a child sees in the shifting clouds of a stormy sunset. It was good to think these changes had come about because of Karon and Gerick and some healing that their victory over the Lords had brought to the world.

      Yet by the time we stepped beyond the wall of white fire into Gondai, the relentless barrage of enchantment had left my spirit in tatters. Karon was shattered. His breathing was harsh and shallow, and Ven’Dar and I could scarcely keep him upright.

      With a grunt of effort, Paulo leaned against a smooth column and set Gerick’s feet on the ground, allowing the pillar of rose and gray stone to help support Gerick’s limp body.

      “I’ll put you to sleep. But I’ll cast only when you’re ready. Do you hear me?” Ven’Dar gripped Karon’s shoulders and peered into his eyes, speaking loud enough to be heard over the low rumble of the Gate-fire. “Tell me, my friend. Give me a sign.”

      “Of course, he’s ready,” I said. I couldn’t understand Ven’Dar’s delay.

      But only after a long few moments did Karon jerk his head, his mouth clenched to suppress a cry. At the same moment Gerick shuddered and stiffened with a sharp intake of breath, Ven’Dar touched Karon’s forehead, and my husband slumped heavily in our arms. We lowered him to the floor, and I took his head in my lap.

      Gerick breathed deeply, shoulders hunched and arms wrapped about his stomach. He waved his hand and Paulo stepped away, leaving him to stand on his own.

      Now I understood. The prince had been waiting for Gerick to leave Karon before casting his spell of oblivion.

      The circular chamber was cold; the wall of fire that hurled itself to the pearl gray dome above us—the Heir’s Gate—was enchantment, not true flame. Someone had erected a monumental bronze sculpture in the vast chamber, a rampant lion, the symbol of the ancient king who had built the Gate and the Bridge. The sinewy beast, twice the height of a man and almost growling in its vigorous presence, balanced globes of gold and silver on its upraised paws—symbols of the two worlds linked by D’Arnath’s Bridge, I guessed. Though the piece was inarguably impressive and beautifully rendered, it felt out of place in a chamber of such enchanted antiquity.

      The door to the outer passage burst open and two men, vastly differing in height, hurried in. “My Lord Prince”—the taller of the two bowed to Ven’Dar, and then turned to me and did the same—“and Lady Seriana. Bareil has told me of this grievous circumstance for our reunion.”

      He squatted beside us, took Karon’s limp hand, and bowed his head over it, closing his eyes. “My good Lord,” he whispered, “I am so sorry.”

      If someone told me that the sculpted figures that graced the gates of Avonar, proclaiming the Dar’Nethi ideals of physical perfection, had taken human form, I would avow that Je’Reint was one of them. Long elegant bones defined his features and his tight, lean body. He was descended from a rare Dar’Nethi family group almost entirely wiped out in the Catastrophe; his skin gleamed a rich mahogany in color. Even the scar of his slave collar—he had spent the last three years of the war in bondage—had faded into his deep coloring.

      Ven’Dar had sent Je’Reint to us for a month-long stay the year before, so I knew that the young man’s intelligence and talent were a match for his beauty. He was a Perceiver, one who could hear and feel the emotional nuances in speech and communicate his own with clarity. We had been delighted to hear that the childless Ven’Dar had named the thoughtful young man his successor.

      Je’Reint’s hand on mine made his sympathy and willingness to be of service take palpable form around me, building a wall of comfort and inviting me to lean on it.

      Behind Je’Reint waited a neat, diminutive man with a well-trimmed black beard and dark, almond-shaped eyes. In Karon’s years as Prince of Avonar, the Dulcé Bareil had served as his madrissé—a repository of knowledge and wisdom accessible only to his linked Dar’Nethi partner—as well as his faithful friend and companion.

      “We’ve brought a litter,” he said.

      Ven’Dar led us up the sloping way of a softly lit passage into a bare, musty chamber. “Though I’d be honored to have you stay with me here,” he said, “you’ll be more comfortable and private elsewhere.”

      I understood. To protect our anonymity would be difficult in the bustling royal residence. The Dar’Nethi believed that the last direct descendant of King D’Arnath, Prince D’Natheil, had been killed in the final battle with the Lords of Zhev’Na five years before. And truly the last remnants of D’Natheil’s soul had died that day. Only a handful of people knew that D’Natheil’s body still lived, inhabited by Karon’s soul and spirit as it had been for eleven years now.

      Karon, stripped of the Heir’s powers when he abandoned D’Natheil’s soul beyond the Verges, had joyfully yielded D’Natheil’s office to Ven’Dar, the man he had chosen as his successor. Together they had allowed the Dar’Nethi to believe that Prince D’Natheil had died to save them, and that Gerick had remained the Fourth Lord of Zhev’Na, corrupted in childhood and executed by his father in that final battle. Unraveling Gerick’s redemption and the complex layers of deception that had been required to lure the Lords to their destruction would be far too distracting for a people who needed to remember what their life had been before the ancient Catastrophe had almost destroyed them. Our public reappearance could not fail to open old wounds and old fears. Karon needed peace and care, not to be the center of an uproar.

      Ven’Dar scribed a circle on the floor of the chamber with a beam of light from his hand and stood in its center, working a portal enchantment, I guessed. While I sat beside the litter, stroking Karon’s brow, Bareil conversed quietly with Gerick and Paulo. Je’Reint stayed apart, leaning against the doorway, arms folded and eyes fixed on Gerick. Je’Reint knew the truth about our son, of course, and had expressed an eagerness to meet him, so his coolness surprised me. To be fair, Gerick did not invite introduction. Our son’s nature was anything but gregarious.

      After a tedious half hour, a wavering distortion hung in the air above the circle. The prince exhaled slowly, rubbing his forehead. “My apologies for the delay. I must be more tired than I thought.”

      Gerick, Paulo, Bareil, and Je’Reint carried Karon’s litter through the enchanted portal.

      “Gar’Dena’s house!” I said, when I followed them into a luxurious chamber, uniquely exotic in its decoration. Once introduced to the swaths of red silk draped from the ceiling to serve as seats, the elaborate fountains, the exotic plants and birds, the bells, the wind chimes, and the hundreds of colorful cushions scattered everywhere, one would never confuse the place with any other.

      “Is this room not every bit a reminder of him?” asked the young woman who offered me an embrace as I entered the room. “Would my father lived to offer his own great heart’s care in this terrible time.”

      Aimee was the youngest daughter of Karon’s late counselor and friend Gar’Dena. Five years had left the luminous Aimee more womanly than when I’d seen her last. Her sun-colored hair was coiled smoothly at the back of her neck rather than hanging in the girlish loose curls of the past. A serene confidence imbued her every word and gesture, no matter that her eyes reflected nothing of what they looked on. She had been blind since birth.

      “Your father’s kindness and generosity live on in his children,” I said, kissing her flushed cheeks.

      “Many thanks for your hospitality, Mistress Aimee,” said Ven’Dar as the young woman offered him the Dar’Nethi greeting of respect, a graceful bow with hands extended, palms up.

      “As always, it is my pleasure to serve you, my lord, and my honor to aid those who have given so much for Gondai.”

      Aimee led Ven’Dar and me to a large, airy bedchamber with high ceilings. Late-afternoon light spilled through its tall windows. The four men had settled Karon on a wide bed, where he lay as pale as Aimee’s sheets, and so thin and still he might have been an image graven on a stone tablet.

      “My Lord Prince, I’ve summoned T’Laven as you commanded me,” said Bareil. “He will arrive within the hour.”

      “Thank you, Dulcé,” said Ven’Dar. He stroked his short beard thoughtfully as he gazed down at Karon, rare uncertainty clouding his face.

      Aimee, who was stacking extra blankets and pillows on a nearby chest, lifted her head and raised her eyebrows. “But, my lord, have you not asked for the Lady D’Sanya? I would have thought—”

      “No! I’ve sent for T’Laven. You understand, young woman, that no word of our guests is to be spoken to anyone unless I give you leave.”

      “Of course, my lord.” Aimee wrinkled her brow as she moved to the hearth and blew gently over her fingers toward the fire. The flames snapped and flared high.

      I’d never heard Ven’Dar speak so abruptly to anyone. And for the recipient of his rebuke to be Aimee, who had served both Karon and Ven’Dar in many matters where discretion was required … Why would Ven’Dar doubt her? As soon as the thought blossomed, I dismissed it. He’d never have given us into her care if he doubted her. Something else was bothering him.

      The prince took his leave before I could question him. “Have no doubt, my lady,” he said, meeting my gaze only briefly as he squeezed my fingers. “T’Laven is a superb Healer. I’ll return this evening to see what he has to report. I have charged Mistress Aimee with your comfort and Je’Reint with your safety. Bareil has offered to assist you with anything you might need.”

      Je’Reint took his leave at the same time, bidding me a kind farewell and Aimee an even kinder one. “You will soon completely overwhelm me with your talents and mysteries, mistress,” he said to her, bowing deeply and extending one hand in invitation. “Every day I seem to learn of another.”

      She flushed and dipped her knee, laying her hand in his. “Good sir.”

      Je’Reint kissed her hand, and as he straightened from his bow, his fingers seemed reluctant to allow hers to slip away.

      Bareil excused himself. The prince and Je’Reint followed him out, pausing at the doorway to confer quietly. Je’Reint’s gaze flicked several times to Gerick, who sat on the gleaming wood floor with his back against Karon’s bed, elbows resting on his drawn-up knees, the heels of his hands pressed into his eyes.

      Aimee ran her fingers along the edge of the tabletop and set a glass of wine on the curved-legged table between my chair and Karon’s bed. “Here, refresh yourself, my lady,” she said. “You must tell me what you need. I’ll have rooms made ready for you and your—” Her voice dropped to a polite whisper. “Is it your son here with us, my lady? He has not spoken. And someone else with him, I think?”

      With skill and experience, Aimee could find her way about her house and the city. With the aid of her magic, she could read enchanted books. But truly wondrous was the working of her inborn Talent as an Imager, which enabled her to create and share exact images to match the ideas in another’s mind. She used this same power to connect an individual’s presence with an image in her own mind, that is, to recognize the person. Only if the individual had spoken to her, however. It was easy to forget she couldn’t see everyone in the room.

      “Oh, Aimee, please excuse my rudeness. Yes, my son is here, and his friend Paulo, who stayed here with us so many years ago.”

      “Welcome, my lord and good sir,” said Aimee, bowing her head and extending her palms in their direction. “May I offer you some refreshment?”

      Poor Paulo looked as if a brick had fallen on his head. He crouched beside Gerick and whispered a few words, then stood up again after Gerick shook his head slightly.

      “If we could just have a bit of ale or tea for the young master. He’s had a rough—But he’ll be fine if he could please just have a sip. Or if you could tell me where it is, I could get it.” His eyes darted between the young lady and the floor, and his freckles pulsed in a sea of scarlet.

      Karon and I had noted our young friend’s casually placed inquiries after Aimee’s well-being over the past years. He would not have missed Je’Reint’s obvious attentions to Aimee.

      Aimee’s smile had the brilliance of raindrops in sunlight. “Of course, I should have thought to bring in ale and water too. We must fetch Andeluthian ale for Master Karon—it is so nourishing—and a bowl of fresh water to soothe him. And it is very kind of you to offer to help. Though I can carry quite a lot, I do have a problem getting it all set down safely.”

      Much to Paulo’s discomfiture, she beckoned him to accompany her through the doorway that Ven’Dar and Je’Reint had just vacated. “Would you prefer ale, also, or water, or wine? Or saffria, perhaps? I’ve some newly brewed.”

      Paulo’s color deepened, if possible, but he was saved from the desperate chance of having to speak to the lady again in public hearing by the return of Bareil with a slight, dark-haired Dar’Nethi man of middle years. The stranger’s floor-length tunic was scarlet, trimmed in yellow, and his left arm, bared by the silver brooch that held his draped sleeve, was covered with a network of uncountable white scars. This man was a Healer of extensive experience.

      Bareil introduced the stranger as T’Laven, recognized for many years, the Dulcé said, as the finest Healer in Avonar.

      T’Laven flushed at this introduction. “No man can hear himself called the finest of Healers when in the presence of Prince D’Natheil. I am honored beyond all telling to be entrusted with the knowledge Prince Ven’Dar has shared with me today and with the care of my noble Lord. If it comforts you to know it, my lady, I am one of those who followed your husband when he lived among us, studied his work, and listened to his words as he demonstrated talent not seen since the Catastrophe diminished all talents. Every day of my life I strive to emulate the grace with which he practices our Art.”

      “Nothing could reassure me so well,” I said. “But you must call him Karon, now. He no longer answers to your late prince’s name.”

      T’Laven dragged a green-cushioned bench up beside my chair. “Now, lady, if you would please recount the course of his illness. I see how heavily it lies on him, and I would not rouse him from Prince Ven’Dar’s enchantment just to tell me what another might report as well.”

      The Healer shook his head gravely when I finished my description of the past three months. “So long. Unfortunate.”

      “I understand the cost of the delay, Master T’Laven, and I’ll not hold you to account for the workings of fate any more than a Dar’Nethi would do.”

      “I’ll do everything I can for him, madam.”

      As T’Laven stood up and unpacked a small silver knife and a strip of white linen from a leather case attached to his belt, Gerick at last took his hands from his eyes, unfolded himself from the floor, and came to stand behind my chair. The Healer bowed and extended his palms, his expression politely neutral.

      “T’Laven, may I introduce our son Gerick. Gerick, this is T’Laven, a Healer sent by Ven’Dar.”

      I could not see Gerick’s expression or whether he offered any greeting in return. The Lords had taught him that the Dar’Nethi were greedy, conniving, and cowardly, unworthy of the great talents they hoarded and constrained. His only experience of the Dar’Nethi beyond his father and Kellea had been as the master of Dar’Nethi slaves during his cruel childhood in Zhev’Na and as their reviled prisoner in Avonar. Knowing that half the population of Avonar would put a spear through his heart and the remainder recoil in horror at the first hint of his identity, one could not expect him to have endearing thoughts of his father’s people—his people.

      “If my father falters while you do this work”—Gerick’s words were soft and cool—“give me a sign. I can sustain him. I don’t think it will interfere with you.”

      T’Laven’s sharp gaze told me how dearly he wished to ask how Gerick might do such a thing, but no note in Gerick’s chilly offer invited him to make the query. So the Healer nodded and turned back to Karon. T’Laven made an incision in Karon’s arm and his own and bound the wounds together to mingle their blood. Whispering the Healer’s invocation, he stripped away the barriers of Ven’Dar’s winding and created his link into Karon’s mind and body. Karon stirred restlessly but did not open his eyes.

      The evening birds whistled and chittered in the flowered grotto just outside the tall windows. As the daylight faded, Aimee returned. With a touch of her finger, she caused an ivory globe painted with delicate brushstrokes of green to cast a soft light across the expanse of floor. Paulo accompanied her, carrying in a tray laden with a crystal carafe of water, three stemmed glasses, a pewter pitcher and several mugs. He set the tray quietly on a small table, filled a mug from the pewter pitcher, and passed it to Gerick.

      As Aimee drew Paulo out of the room once again, whispering of a light supper for later in the evening, Gerick sat on a footstool beside my chair and took my hand. Callused with his work in the Bounded, scarred by his years in Zhev’Na, his strong hand unraveled the knots inside me. After a while he closed his eyes. Frown lines about his eyes told me he was not asleep.

      More than an hour later, a pale T’Laven, his narrow face glazed with a sheen of sweat and his skin showing the transparent aspect of a Dar’Nethi Healer who has expended every scrap of his gathered power, untied the strip of linen that bound his scarred arm to Karon’s. I knew better than to question him right away. He had lived with Karon’s disease for every moment of their link, delving deep into nerve and muscle and tissue seeking out the cause of the illness and the possible remedies for it. Dar’Nethi healing was a formidable calling.

      After a short while, the slim Dar’Nethi sighed and raised his head. “It is as he has surmised. To heal such disease is beyond my skill and beyond my judgment. I do most sincerely wish I could say otherwise. With Master Karon’s consent, I have temporarily severed the sensory pathways that cause him such distress, so that for the moment he may rest in comfort. He sleeps even now and will do so for another few hours.

      “But you must know, my lady and good sir, that as long as I maintain this remedy, he will remain paralyzed, unable to move and unable to speak save with his mind. Only heavy enchantment keeps him breathing. He has no wish to sustain his life in this fashion, as I am sure you understand better than I. Thus at his sign, I will undo what I have done.”

      “And then?” I said, knowing what I would hear, and yet required to ask it in case the universe had taken a left turn and changed its villainous workings.

      “He will die, my lady. Not in an hour or a day, but neither will it be so long as a week. Though I will offer what remedies I can, his death will not be easy, but it will be the way of his choosing.”

      T’Laven started to add something else but seemed to think better of it. “If another alternative is available,” he said, “Prince Ven’Dar must inform you of it. I will return tomorrow morning unless you summon me sooner.” He bowed and left the room.

      I told myself that I had expected nothing else, but, of course, I had. Gondai was a world of sorcerers. Avonar was a city of power and magic. Anything was possible.

      Well, no more of that.

      We ate Aimee’s supper of cold roast duck, herb-buttered bread, and sugared oranges at Karon’s bedside, I in the chair, Gerick and Paulo on floor cushions, and Aimee sitting on the footstool when she was not serving us with her own hands. Our attempts at whispered conversation flagged early on. No one wanted to risk disturbing Karon’s sleep, and yet to leave his side was unthinkable. As Paulo followed Aimee out of the room, carrying our still half-filled plates, Ven’Dar returned.

      “What news?” said the prince, beckoning me from the doorway of an adjoining room.

      I stood up and then hesitated. “Gerick, perhaps you should come—”

      “I’ll stay here,” said Gerick, who had not spoken a word since T’Laven’s verdict. “He oughtn’t be alone when he wakes.”

      I followed the prince into the tidy study adjacent to the bedchamber.

      “So what did T’Laven find?” asked Ven’Dar.

      “Nothing more than we expected.” I told him all the Healer had said, including his enigmatic conclusion.

      “Perdition!” Ven’Dar slammed his hand against the window frame and pressed his forehead to the glass. I had never seen him in such a temper.

      “What is it
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